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Zosa Szjkowski and the Transfer of French-Jewish Archives to the US  
It is a well known fact that during WWII many instances of displacement of archival 
material took place, which removed the material from its original repositories and locations 
to those designated by the victorious party.
1  
 
But it seems quite unique to have entire collections removed from one continent to another 
by a single person acting during and after the hostilities. Such is the case of the late 
historian and archivist Zosa Szjkowski, who transferred some of the most important French-
Jewish archives from France to the US in the 1940s, where, in the end, they found their way 
to several American Jewish archival institutions. This article aims at explaining the 
background of this unusual occurrence and, most importantly, at describing the removed 
records.  
 
Szajko Frydman, who later became known by his nom de plume as Zosa Szajkowski, was 
born in 1911 in the Polish town of Zareby.
2 At the age of 16 he moved to France where he 
enrolled as a student at the Sorbonne.
3 Soon he became involved in the French Communist 
movement going so far as "collecting funds for the Arabs during the Palestine pogroms in 
1929."
4  
This changed in the late 1930s when many Jewish intellectuals from Poland, some of whom 
were previously connected to the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research in Vilna, and from 
Germany, reached Paris. Under their influence Szajkowski left the Communist movement 
and found "an intellectual climate which gave me a new faith profoundly influencing my 
life from that time on."
5  
There can be little doubt that Szajkowski's life-long devotion to research in Jewish history 
and to Jewish archives , which resulted in numerous articles and several books,
6 and his 
tragic end
7 are deeply rooted in this period of the last years before the War.  
With the outbreak of the War, Szajkowski, like many Polish Jews who found a temporary 
shelter in France, volunteered for the French army, but as a foreigner, was drafted into the 
famous (Szajkowski would rather say infamous) Foreign Legion. After a period of basic 
training he was placed in the Foreign Legion's 12th Regiment, in which a large number of 
Polish Jews served.  
On June 15th 1940, during fierce fighting against German armor near Pont-Sur-Yonne to 
the south-east of Paris, he was wounded and evacuated to Bordeaux and later on to a 
hospital in Carpentras.
8  
In the long run, the injury turned out to be a blessing: while the Foreign Legion's Jewish 
soldiers were detained in labor camps when the hostilities ended and later on were sent to 
the concentration camps in the East, Szajkowski was left to recover from his wounds and 
then decorated with the croix de guerre and discharged. "Curiously enough - he wrote in 
1975 - those months in the hospital of Carpentras and later in that city were among the most 
productive of my life. I spent many days in the famous Carpentras library ... Moreover, 
while in Carpentras I smuggled out from Paris, with the help of French friends, the archives 
of the Historical Section of YIVO, those of Sholem Schwartzbard, the Simon Dubnow 
archives and the private archives and library of the Tcherikowers.
9 Some of these I was able 
to send immediately to YIVO in New York via Martinique, the others I had to hide."
10 
  1Along with the documents smuggled from Paris, Szajkowski was also able, "by a peculiar 
combination of circumstances" to accumulate and ship to New York many archival records 
originating from local Jewish communities in the South of France. Strangely enough he 
justified this not by the fact that the records were in danger of being seized by the Germans 
but by the fact that they were "hitherto all but hidden in local archives".
11  
In late 1940 Szajkowski left France for the US. He established himself in New York as a 
research assistant in the YIVO Institute but soon afterwards, in January 1943, he entered 
into active service in the US Army. After three months of basic training he was sent to the 
Military Intelligence Training Center in Camp Ritchie in Maryland where he attended an 
eight-week Military Intelligence Interpreter Course. The course completed, Szajkowski, 
was assigned to the US 82nd Airborne Division and served in Europe in the Normandy, 
Rhineland and Ardennes Campaings. According to his "separation form" he "Worked as a 
combat paratrooper interpreter and interrogator. Interpreted French, German, Polish and 
Russian into English and English back to the named languages. Worked with military 
intelligence, also was French interpreter for Allied Komandatura [sic!] of Berlin".
12  
In December 1944, with permission from his commanders, Szajkowski went to Marseilles 
to look for the archives he had hidden there back in 1940. "I found them intact, they had 
been well hidden, and the United States military authorities consented to send them to 
YIVO in New York."
13 But it is evident that the material sent from France to New York in 
1944-1945 contained much more than the records previously hidden in or near Carpantras. 
The archives of the Union Generale des Israelites Francaises (UGIF), an organization 
established in 1941, which are today kept in American Jewish repositories,
14 could not, of 
course, have been located in 1940. The same goes, it seems, for important parts of the 
Alliance Israelite Universelle (AIU) archives, which were seized by the Germans in 1940 
and could only be recovered after the liberation. It seems quite safe to assume that the AIU 
records were located and removed from France in 1944-1945, most probably during one of 
Szajkowski's military furloughs in Paris.
15  
Most of Szajkowski's French material was acquired by two New York Jewish archival 
institutions: the YIVO Archives,
16 where Szajkowski worked during almost the entire 
period of his life in the US, and the Jewish Theological Seminary Archives (JTS).
17  
vThe newly published guide to the YIVO Archives
18 lists about ten archives and collections 
of French origin, the acquisition of some of which at least can safely be attributed to 
Szajkowski. As the Guide does not disclose the provenance of the French material it is 
necessary to establish the Szajkowski connection by using two criteria: 1) Do parts of the 
archives in question appear in any other American archives? An affirmative response to this 
question would most probably point to Szajkowski as it was his habit to split archives and 
offer them to different repositories. 2) Are the archives in question quoted in Szajkowski's 
articles? An affirmative response would, again, lead to Szajkowski as he often quoted from 
his records before giving them away to archives. The largest one of the archives which can 
be safely attributed to Szajkowski is the archives of the UGIF,
19 an organization established 
in 1941 in order to represent the Jews of France vis-a-vis the Vichy authorities. The 
archives contain some 21 linear meters of records from both the Northern (Occupied) and 
the Southern (Free) Zones of France and from most of the UGIF's numerous departments.
20 
Other important material acquired from Szajkowski by the YIVO Archives is a little more 
than one linear meter of the AIU records from the 1860s on, with most of the material 
coming from the 1881-1885 period and relating to Russian Jewish immigration in the wake 
of the 1882 anti-Jewish pogroms.
21 The YIVO Archives also has four and a half linear 
  2meters of records of the so-called "Rue Amelot Committee", which was a coordinating 
committee of various Jewish welfare organizations in Paris established in June 1940
22 and 
almost five linear meters of the Association des Israelites Pratiquants ("Kehillat 
Haharedim"), an orthodox Jewish organization established in 1936.
23  
Of all the American repositories which acquired French-Jewish records from Szajkowski 
only the JTS Archives acknowledged this in an inventory describing them.
24 This is of much 
importance for the entire topic because Szajkowski, as already mentioned, would usually 
split record groups into parts and make them over to different repositories. Consequently 
the JTS inventory helps to identify records kept elsewhere in the US as being procured from 
the same source. The JTS French-Jewish records, which were acquired "at an unknown 
date, probably during the late 1950s or early 1960s,"
25 occupy some 0.3 cubic meters of 
storage space and are kept in 29 containers. Their original provenance obscured by previous 
handling by Szajkowski, they are listed in three thematic groups: The first one (boxes 1-11) 
contains 18th-19th century documents arranged alphabetically by box.  
The second one (boxes 12-17 and folder 23/8) refers to French Jewry during World War II 
and contains documents which, most probably, originate from the UGIF archives and from 
the archives of the Central Consistory and the third one (boxes 18-20) has documents from 
1905-1906 on the conflict between the Orthodoxy and the Reform. There is a fourth group 
as well which has no common denominator (boxes 21-28 and an oversize box).
26 It is 
interesting to notice that the first group, although very heterogeneous, contains many items 
relating to different Jewish communities in Alsace and to the communities of Bordeaux, 
Bayonne, Metz, Carpentras and St. Esprit.  
Apart from the collection listed in the Inventory, the JTS Archives also have five organic 
record groups of French provenance which were, most probably, also acquired from 
Szajkowski. They are: the Marseilles Consistory Records, the Algeria Consistory Records, 
Consistory Correspondence, the Zadoc Kahn Collection and the Eugene Manuel Papers.
27  
The Jewish Division of the Brandeis University Library
28 has a small manuscript collection 
which holds seven boxes of the Central Consistory records from the last decades of the 19th 
century. The material contains correspondence with local Jewish communities in France 
(including Paris itself), North Africa and Palestine. The Jewish Division of the the Harvard 
University Library in Cambridge, which does not collect records, acquired from Szajkowski 
a number of printed items pertaining to the history of French Jewry. Some of the items carry 
on their margin Szajkowski's Yiddish stamp.
29  
The Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion Manuscript Library
30 in Cincinnati 
has an important collection of French-Jewish records dating from the last decades of the 
18th century.
31 Most of the documents seem to originate from the archives of the Jewish 
communities of Metz, Bayonne, Bordeaux and Paris. It also holds "a collection of over one 
hundred 18th century inventories of the property of estates of Alsatian Jews".
32 Additional 
Alsatian Jewish material, mainly from Metz, is to be found in the Leo Baeck Institute in 
New York.
33  
In his obituary of Szajkowski,
34 Richard I. Cohen credited him with saving entire Jewish 
archives by removing them from the turmoil of post-war Europe. This, indeed, could be an 
important motive behind Szajkowski's action but it hardly explains his later handling of the 
material and, most of all, its piecemeal sale to different archives. It seems that one should 
turn elsewhere for a full explanation of Szajkowski's behavior. This author finds the novel 
  3"The Last Opus of Leon Solomon" by the late Jerome Badanes
35 most illuminating in this 
context. Although a work of fiction, a large part of the novel seems to be based on 
Szajkowski's post-war biography.
36 In one of the opening passages of the book, Leon 
Solomon explains why he trimmed with scissors an important historical document so that it 
would fit into a display case:  
They [young researchers] think that there is a door between now and then - a cellar door - 
and they descend, these captains of scholarship, to bring back artifacts to examine closely, 
but from a safe distance, as they say, and in order to write illuminating articles about our 
rich Diaspora heritage. Where do they think we are living now? They are like stupid rabbis 
declaring the Talmud ended. The commentary goes on as long as history goes on. When I 
cut out pages of commentary from a sixteen-century manuscript ....and sell them for sixty-
five dollars a page ..., or when I take one to my apartment to look at it by a single light at 3 
a.m., and touch it carefully but with firmness, mingling my fingertips with the prints of 
scribes and rabbis, scholars and poets - these removals are in their way a commentary .... to 
be kept from death documents must be handled by living hands.
37  
What this quotation seems to tell us is that for Solomon/Szajkowski removing, handling, 
relocating and selling Jewish documents meant keeping them alive after they had lost their 
original custodians during the Holocaust who would otherwise have seen to it that they 
continued to thrive.
38  
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